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Focusing ethnographically on the Creole Festivals in Mauritius, this article examines coexisting cosmopolitan and localising processes in a non-elite and rooted context. It outlines the marginalisation of Creoles in Mauritius before elucidating three processes evident in Afro-Creole collective identification: cross-continental inspiration from the ‘Creole world’ of the African diaspora; regional ethnic identification as Indian Ocean island Creoles with overlapping histories and shared cultural traditions; and the localising identity politics of differentiation of each ‘Creole culture’ as unique and rooted in a particular island or state.
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Cosmopolitanism versus localism?

‘When Kant first formulated “anthropology” as a modern project’, according to Nigel Rapport, ‘he had in mind the “cosmopolitan” enterprise of a linking up of human being in its everyday diversity (polis) and its global commonality (cosmos)’ (Rapport 2007: 224). In the 1990s, however, some anthropological approaches to cosmopolitanism identified an analytical and ethnographic distinction between (bigger-picture) cosmopolitanism and (inward-looking) identity politics. Adam Kuper, for instance, posited that anthropology since the late 1970s ‘concerned itself less with a global politics of clashing empires than with a more personal politics, a politics of identity, gender and representation’ (Kuper 1994: 538). He proposed that a ‘cosmopolitan anthropology’ should return to the larger theoretical and comparative conversations of the 1960s and 1970s (ibid: 551). Kuper’s argument relates to ‘the project of a cosmopolitan anthropology’, but a similar distinction can be seen in anthropological studies of ‘actually existing cosmopolitanism’ (Robbins 1998), such as Ulf Hannerz’s (1990) distinction between ‘cosmopolitans and locals in world culture’. Liisa Malkki similarly sharply contrasted the inward-looking ‘mythico-historical’ ethno-politics of Burundian Hutus in an isolated refugee camp with the multiple outward-looking ‘cosmopolitan’ identities of their compatriots in an urban township in Tanzania (Malkki 1995).

But perhaps cosmopolitan and localising projects are not necessarily mutually exclusive. ‘Our moment’, as Bruce Robbins commented in the early 1990s, ‘is that of the globalizing of such movements’ (Robbins 1992: 183). More recently, Rapport has noted that globalisation ‘involves centrifugalism at the same time as centripetalism, religious fundamentalism, ethnic nationalism and identity politics as well as ecumenicism and humanism’ (Rapport 2006: 23). My approach to an anthropology of cosmopolitanism starts from the premise that individuals may be simultaneously engaged in both cosmopolitan and localising projects: ‘local, parochial, rooted, and culturally specific loyalties may coexist with translocal, transnational, transcendent, elitist, enlightened, universalist and modernist ones’ (Werbner 2008: 14).

Non-elite and rooted cosmopolitanisms

This article also relies on a fruitful combination of two forms of cosmopolitanism: non-elite and rooted. ‘Understood as a fundamental devotion to the interests of humanity as a whole, cosmopolitanism has often seemed to claim universality by virtue of its independence, its detachment from the bonds, commitments, and affiliations that constrain ordinary nation-bound lives’ (Robbins 1998: 1). Anthropologists have asserted, however, that there is no necessary correlation between cosmopolitanism and rootlessness (Hannerz 2004: 78) or between cosmopolitanism and high status (Werbner 1999: 18-19). This allows for recognition of diverse forms of cosmopolitanism: not only universal and elite, but also localised and marginalised (Werbner 2008: 12-19).

This article focuses on marginalised Afro-Creole cosmopolitanisms in the Indian Ocean. I carried out fifteen months of fieldwork in Mauritius in 2002-2004. My research focused on relocated islanders from the Chagos Archipelago, a British overseas territory in the Indian Ocean depopulated between 1965 and 1973 to make way for a major US military base on Diego Garcia. In 2003, I accompanied the Chagos Tambour Group, a Chagossian musical ensemble based in the outskirts of the Mauritian capital Port Louis, to participate in the fifth annual week-long Creole Festival on the Mauritian island of Rodrigues. The trip illuminated some of the collaborations and contestations taking place around notions of ‘Creole culture’. Inspired by African diasporic projects, marginalised Afro-Creoles in the Indian Ocean have promoted their collective identity on the basis of assumed shared characteristics of the ‘Creole world’ (i.e. globalised and cosmopolitan). Claims to multiple transnational attachments are, however, accompanied by claims to difference, uniqueness and rootedness via the emphasis placed on each ‘Creole culture’ as unique and rooted in a particular island/state (i.e. ethnic and identity politics). This article explores the coexistence of these contrasting (but not necessarily contradictory) processes.

Creole marginalisation in Mauritius

Créolité, a concept popularly associated with the Caribbean, has followed a distinctive historical trajectory in the Indian Ocean. Mauritius had no pre-colonial population, and was settled by French and later British colonists who populated the islands first with enslaved labourers from coastal East Africa and Madagascar and later with indentured labourers from India and China. Créole originally referred to people of European descent who were born in the colony (see Tinker 1977: 324). By the late nineteenth century, the term came to refer to Mauritius-born people of primarily African or mixed ancestry, distinguished from those of ‘pure’ European or Asian descent (Vaughan 2005: 2-3, 272). Creole subsequently became a residual population category of people of primarily African or mixed African and/or European and/or Asian descent (Eriksen 1998: 176-7; Eriksen 2002: 79-80). In this article, I am concerned with the specific subcategory of Afro-Creole, which reflects the collective cultural identification of those who emphasise their shared African (i.e. enslaved) ancestry and heritage in contradistinction to people of European and/or Asian ancestry (Eriksen 2002 75-6; Vaughan 2005: 264).

In 2000, the Republic of Mauritius had a population of 1.2 million, of whom 66% were classified as Indo-Mauritian, 29% as Creole, 3% as Sino-Mauritian, and 2% as Franco-Mauritian (Central Statistics Office 2000: 16; Eriksen 1998: 183). Colonial and postcolonial Mauritius are characterised by a relatively durable ethnic division of labour: Franco-Mauritians still own most of the large plantations and sugarcane factories, Sino-Mauritians are over-represented in business, Indo-Mauritians are over-represented in agriculture and politics, and Creoles are over-represented in non-agricultural manual labour (Mauritius Research Council 1999: 30). Discrimination, in the form of institutional racism, ethnic stereotyping and ethnic nepotism, has restricted opportunities for many Creoles and particularly Afro-Creoles in Mauritius. Anthropologists have identified a resultant phenomenon termed ‘the Creole malaise’, characterised by low educational achievement, high unemployment, poverty, low standards of living, high rates of substance abuse and crime, and a lack of solidarity within Afro-Creole communities (Boswell 2006; Eriksen 2002: 77-78). Engagement by Afro-Creoles with Creole and cosmopolitan projects should be analysed in the context of their relative marginalisation within the Republic of Mauritius.

The vast majority of the Mauritian population live on the main island of Mauritius, while 38,000 live on the smaller dependency of Rodrigues and 300 on the geographically distant and tiny Agalega islands (Central Statistics Office 2000). Rodrigues and Agalega are predominantly Afro-Creole islands that have historically been politically marginalised and economically underdeveloped (Miles 1999: 226). Residents of Agalega have been enfranchised only since 2000 and are represented in the constituency of the Mauritian capital Port Louis. In Rodrigues, a decentralised, semi-autonomous Regional Assembly was inaugurated in 2002 following a separatist campaign since the mid-1970s.

The ‘Creole world’ of the African diaspora

Mauritian governments, successively favouring nation-building of the multicultural ‘unity in diversity’ variety rather than of the blended ‘melting pot’ variety, have tended to encourage ethnic identification on the basis of ancestral origins and religious affiliations (Eriksen 1998: 167-182). During the 1980s and 1990s, ‘with a view to allowing Mauritians of all cultural denominations the opportunity to better participate in religious and cultural activities of their choice and to foster harmony and mutual respect’, the Ministry of Arts and Culture established a series of cultural centres.​[1]​ Separate cultural centres promote North and South Indian Hindu cultures, Islamic culture, African culture and Chinese culture respectively. Crucially, however, population politics featured strongly in the funding and institutional organisation of these cultural centres: the African centre received a disproportionately smaller budget than equivalent Indo-Mauritian centres and was sited in former primary school premises between the impressive Alliance Française and Chinese centre buildings (Miles 1999: 225).

The African cultural centre organises events such as the annual Creole International Day, publishes literature including the journal Revi Kiltir Kreol (Creole Cultural Review), and supports research on the history of slavery in Mauritius. Such activities seek to demonstrate the distinctiveness of African influences in contradistinction to other dominant local traditions (i.e. Indo-, Franco- and Sino-Mauritian), and ‘to preserve and promote Creole arts and culture’.​[2]​ On the whole, however, Creole mobilisation in Mauritius seeks to unite Afro-Creoles around a common African ancestry less through direct identification with Africa itself than through identification with the African diaspora (Boswell 2002: 24; Eriksen 2002: 78). This trend is neatly encapsulated in the distinction between the dominant local music forms in Mauritius, each of which connects the Indian Ocean to an imagined Africa, but in importantly different ways. Sega, which harks back to 18th century slavery, was historically denigrated for its African roots and its sexual connotations, remaining marginal until it became popular with tourists seeking ‘authentic’ slave dances in the 1980s, since when it has been a popular national music form (Boswell 2006: 61-65; Lee 1990: 30). By contrast, recent styles such as Kreol-language seggae (reggae), ragga and rap follow contemporary African roots music trends in the Caribbean, the USA, and the UK, thus integrating young Afro-Creoles into a politicised, postcolonial, black African diaspora associated with Rastafarianism (Assone 2003; Boswell 2006: 65-68; Eriksen 1998: 102 note 9).

Historians have highlighted similarities between the plantation economies and Creole societies of the Caribbean and the Indian Ocean islands of Mauritius and Seychelles (Alpers 2004: 51; Campbell 2004: x). The Martinican authors of a pro-Creole manifesto assert that ‘As Creoles, we are as close, if not closer, anthropologically speaking, to the people of the Seychelles, of Mauricius [sic], or the Reunion, than we are to the Puerto Ricans or the Cubans’ (Bernabé et al. 1990: 894). Creole intellectuals in the Indian Ocean have similarly claimed links with the (Francophone) Caribbean. In 1979 Creole academics from the Caribbean and the Indian Ocean together set up an International Committee for Creole Studies as a forum for the study of similarities and differences across the ‘Creole world’. In 1982 the Committee launched the annual Creole International Day to promote Creole language and culture, and the first annual Creole Festival was held in 1986. Festival organisers encourage collective identification through cultural exchanges that take the form of performances, demonstrations, exhibitions, conferences, competitions and markets. These exchanges focus on specific aspects of ‘Creole culture’ that are considered to be significant across the ‘Creole world’, such as music and dance, drama, poetry, folklore and storytelling, arts and crafts, Kreol language, religious practices, and cuisine.​[3]​ At the 1999 Seychelles Creole Festival, for instance, representatives from the Caribbean and the Indian Ocean together participated in an International Creole Symposium on ‘Creolisation and Globalisation’. Participants recommended that ‘each Creole country’ should set up a Creole website to facilitate sharing information, that ‘music should be given a special place because of its importance in the Creole society’, that participants should organise international exchanges for Creole students, and, ‘bearing in mind the importance of our maternal language … the promotion of Creole in all domains’.​[4]​

It is striking that commitment to collective identification is demonstrated through homogenisation of ‘Creole’ via persistent usage of the singular (e.g. ‘the Creole society’, ‘our maternal language’ etc). The symposium participants here homogenise Caribbean Creole societies comprising the descendants of enslaved labourers from diverse origins mostly in West Africa, and Indian Ocean Creole societies comprising the descendants of enslaved labourers from diverse origins mostly in East Africa and Madagascar, thus strategically emphasising cross-continental similarities and downplaying variation within and between ‘Creole’ societies.

Indian Ocean Creole Festivals

The Creole Festivals are also a forum for identification amongst Indian Ocean island Creoles on the basis of overlapping histories, shared cultural traditions, and common moral values. Welcoming participants to the 2003 Rodrigues Creole Festival, the Chief Commissioner of Rodrigues, Serge Clair, announced that the Creole Festival is a forum for ‘sharing between brothers and sisters’ (frer-ser partaze). The lyrics of a song performed by a Rodriguan band at the opening ceremony encouraged participants to: ‘Gather together Creoles, we have our own value. Mauritians, Reunionnais, Seychellois, Rodriguans: gather together, valorise our language’ (my translation). Likewise, at the opening ceremony of the 2004 Seychelles Creole Festival, the then Vice President of Seychelles, Joseph Balmont, announced that: ‘The Creole Festival is an occasion to reinforce our unity, the friendship amongst Seychellois and also with our Creole friends’ (my translation).​[5]​
 
Others confront the notion of a ‘Creole mentality’, which is typically used to denigrate Creoles. Ethnic stereotyping is rife in Mauritius, where discrimination against Creoles is justified on the grounds that Creoles are lazy, present-oriented consumers (Boswell 2002: 18-20; Eriksen 1998: 54). On the other hand, this supposed ‘Creole mentality’ has positive characteristics such as sharing and solidarity (Boswell 2002; 21; Eriksen 1998: 45). Emphasising the similarities amongst Creoles of the Indian Ocean, a popular seggae singer told me that Creoles are ‘a people who live a simple life, a life of smiles, not a life of stress. They do everything for themselves’ (my translation).

One of the main cultural practices promoted at the Creole Festivals is sega music. Since the 1980s, sega has been performed throughout the Indian Ocean islands at events ranging from small-scale private celebrations (parties and weddings) and professional performances (cultural shows in hotels) to national events (Independence Day celebrations) and regional cultural (Creole Festivals). After watching the Chagos Tambour Group perform sega at the 2003 Rodrigues Creole Festival, one of the festival organisers remarked that: ‘We must not allow our culture to fail, we must realise its value. Yesterday I saw the Chagossian Group singing. They sing the same sega as we do. I’ve realised that we are a great people of the Indian Ocean with the same mentality. We must recognise our culture’ (my translation). Creole collective identification within the Indian Ocean thus also takes the form of strategic essentialism: that is, emphasis on shared aspects of a homogenised ‘Creole culture’ that demonstrate its ocean-wide diffusion and purportedly inherent values.

National and local ‘Creole cultures’

In the context of strategic essentialism, though, what happens to notions of cultural diversity, authenticity, and uniqueness? Crucially, Creole collective identification does not imply a single global or regional Creole identity. On the contrary, multiple attachments and identifications across borders are accompanied by renewed and emphatic counter claims of the distinctiveness and uniqueness of national and localised identities (see also Werbner 2008: 5). This is consistent with Kwame Anthony Appiah’s remark that cosmopolitanism ‘celebrates the fact that there are different local human ways of being’ (Appiah 1998: 94). Creoles frequently compared and contrasted the smaller Indian Ocean islands, pointing out the differences between the diverse Creole cultures of the various islands and each asserting the uniqueness and rootedness of their island’s particular ‘Creole culture’. At the opening ceremony of the 2003 Rodrigues Creole Festival, Serge Clair announced that since the earliest settlements on the islands, ‘the Rodriguan people have developed their own culture, their own identity, their own Kreol language, their own way of life’, and warned against ‘those who would uproot us from our history, our culture, our way of life’ (my translation).

Festival organisers and performers in Rodrigues frequently emphasised not only the commonalities but also the differences between the sega music from the islands of Mauritius, Rodrigues, Chagos, Reunion and Seychelles, in particular highlighting differences of instrumentation, tempo, dance style and costume. Serge Clair imitated the different styles of sega music on the various Indian Ocean islands. He conveyed a tempo continuum from the languorous Seychellois sega at one extreme, via the slightly faster Chagossian sega, and then the Rodriguan sega, to the frenetic Mauritian sega at the other extreme. Other noted differences include that Mauritian sega is considered to be most flamboyant and sexually provocative, whereas in Rodriguan sega male and female dancers maintain a greater distance from one another. Chagossians repeatedly pointed out to me that Mauritian and Rodriguan sega dancing is based on an elliptical hip movement aided by quick footwork, whereas in Chagossian sega, dancers twirl one way and then the other and shuffle their feet on the ground, a style I was told was developed by dancing on sand. The outfits worn by female sega dancers also have characteristics specific to each island. Female Mauritian and Seychellois dancers wore a long, full, brightly patterned skirt with a matching cropped blouse, whereas female Rodriguan dancers wore plainer skirts and waist-length blouses. Female Chagos Tambour Group dancers, by contrast, wore plain blouses with knee- or calf-length white underskirts with full coloured skirts of the same length that could be left open up the front to reveal the white underskirts when twirling.

Classifications of various aspects of sega according to Indian Ocean island, however, were controversial, resulting in debates about cultural authenticity and appropriation. Indian Ocean sega music is regulated by the beating of a ravanne, an animal skin tambour drum, and accompanied by various optional extra instruments that vary according to island. In 2004, the Mauritian musician Marclaine Antoine exhibited musical instruments divided into sections entitled Mauritius, Rodrigues, and Chagos, each of which included ravannes. In addition the Mauritius section contained a wooden one-stringed makalopo and several maravanne [rain-makers] and shakers. The Chagos section contained another makalopo, wooden and metal beaters, metal triangles, glass bottles and cutlery. Chagossian musicians complained that the makalopo was a traditional Chagossian instrument that had been appropriated by Mauritian musicians (cf. Ballgobin and Antoine 2003). This reflects a concern with authenticity versus impurity and ownership versus appropriation, evincing a desire to differentiate not only from non-Creoles but also from other local Creoles. At the same time as highlighting global and regional elements of Creole culture, then, participants also sought to distinguish amongst themselves, zooming in on particular national and local details to assert their uniqueness and rootedness in a particular island/state.

Does cosmopolitanism help us to understand marginal Creole cultural practices?

Taking its cue from anthropological critiques of elite and rootless theories of cosmopolitanism, this article has analysed coexisting cosmopolitan and localising projects amongst marginalised Afro-Creoles in the multicultural Republic of Mauritius. It may have been equally possible to analyse this data in terms of globalisation and localisation, transnationalism and creolisation, hybridity and identity politics (cf. Vertovec and Cohen 2002). So what (if anything) does engaging with my data on Creole Festivals through the lens of cosmopolitanism add to my analysis? Perhaps my definition of cosmopolitanism is too broad and all-encompassing, and the Afro-Creole cultural projects I witnessed do not really constitute cosmopolitanism. My case study does not, for instance, entail projects working towards either a single universal humanity or individuality as an escape from collective identities imposed from outside (cf. Rapport). But if cosmopolitanism is having ‘characteristics which arise from, or are suited to … many different countries’,​[6]​ then surely mutually referential, cross-continental, regional Afro-Creole cultural projects constitute cosmopolitanism, albeit in a non-elite and rooted form.
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